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May 7: The New York Times (05/08/88) reported that Reagan administration officials said that
Vice President George Bush was informed in December 1985 by then-US Ambassador to Panama,
Everett Briggs of allegations that Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega was involved in the drug trade.
Bush has said repeatedly that he knew of no clear evidence of Noriega's drug trafficking activities
until February 1988, when the general was indicted on trafficking charges by two Florida grand
juries. In Los Angeles during a campaign stop on May 5, Bush was asked whether he had ever
been told of "reports" of Noriega's drug ties before the indictment. He replied, "Not that I was
ever aware of." In the weeks preceding the Dec. 16, 1985, meeting in Washington between Bush
and Briggs, the latter had sent cables to the State Department recounting allegations of Noreiga's
drug involvement and his possible role in the murder of political opponent Hugo Spadafora. The
unnamed administration officials, in responding to reporters' questions, said Briggs had related
the substance of the cables to Bush in the December meeting. A previously undisclosed memo to
Bush prepared by his aides before the meeting said its purpose was to "discuss US relations with
Panama and narcotics matters." According to unnamed officials, both present and former, six days
before the meeting, then national security adviser Adm. John Poindexter went to Panama and
warned Noriega about the country's official drug corruption. Seven months later, the Poindexter
mission and evidence collected by US intelligence agencies of Noriega's drug trade involvement
were reported in the Times. Bush's chief of staff, Craig Fuller, said in an interview on May 6 that
Bush did not know about the Poindexter trip. Bush is one of four statutory members of the National
Security Council. Fuller also said, "I don't think the vice president is trying to suggest that he didn't
know that Panama had a narcotics problem and that Noriega, as a key player in Panama, might
have had some involvement. What he's really saying is that certain knowledge didn't come until
after the indictment of Noriega." In 1976, when Bush was Director of the CIA, US officials learned
that Noriega had recruited several US sergeants as spies and was buying highly sensitive material
from them, including reels of tape from US eavesdropping equipment. The CIA continued to use
Noriega as a source of information on Cuba and elsewhere after this incident, the officials said. May
8: At a press conference in Tegucigalpa, US Ambassador to Honduras Everett Briggs dismissed
media accounts that he had told Vice President Bush in 1985 of his suspicions regarding Noriega's
involvement in the drug trade. Briggs said he could not have informed Bush of Noriega's presumed
activities at that time because US officials had not yet collected proof of said activities. Briggs said
he did not have a written account of the statements he made to Bush on the date in question, but
that he believed they focused on the subjects of Hugo Spadafora (a well-known Noriega critic), and
Noriega's actions to depose President Nicolas Ardito Barletta. On the cables he dispatched to the
State Department, Briggs said he did not believe he discussed their contents with Bush. The New
York Times cited an open letter by five Panamanian economists published recently in Panama City,
stating that even with a political solution to the removal of Noriega, it will take at least two years
to revive the economy. The letter stated that the economy is currently at 40% of normal production
capacity, and that 25% of the labor force confronts semi-permanent unemployment in the years
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ahead. May 9: Two hours before opening, hundreds were lined up in front of private banks in
Panama City, most to withdraw interest accumulated in the first quarter of the year or cash checks.
For the first time in two months, the banks opened to customers seeking to make withdrawals, albeit
under certain restrictions designed to avoid a run on the banks. To withdraw interest from regular
savings accounts, the account holder was required to fill out a request form. The form includes a
statement by the bank indicating that it is committed to paying out a maximum of $50 per month.
In the case of checking accounts of $2,000 or more, the banks are instructed to permit withdrawals
of fixed proportions, the maximum withdrawal being $18,000. For accounts of under $2,000, the
monthly withdrawal limit is $500. The banks were closed on March 3 due to an unusually high
demand for withdrawals of liquid funds, and the Panamanian central bank's inability to provide
the banking system with adequate quantities of US dollars. The Panamanian banking system is
comprised of 117 banks. Only 67 private banks were affected by central bank edicts. The remainder
are foreign bank subsidiaries or international banks. May 10: On a return flight from Contadora
Island to Panama City, US Ambassador Arthur Davis decided to land at Howard Air Base instead
of the Paitilla commercial airport. According to an Embassy spokesperson, Davis ordered the pilot
of the small private jet to turn away from Paitilla when he observed Panamanian security agents
harassing his own security guards on the ground. The Paitilla airport serves small private and
commercial aircraft. (Basic data from several sources, including AP, AFP, New York Times)
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